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The monsters of our childhood do not fade away... 

 

- John le Carre
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Túshūguăn

Eric Choi

 

Fénshū carefully studied the boy with the book.

The youth looked to be in his early teens, but it was difficult to tell. Contemporary Běiměizhōu children always looked much older than their years. This one resembled a skeleton, more bone than flesh, with grimy bug-bitten skin, laddered ribs, twig-thin arms and legs, and bloodied, swollen feet. His face was gaunt, topped by a tangled, greasy mess of long, black hair. He also stank, reeking like an oily, salty fish.

Fénshū looked into the boy’s green eyes, and while it was impossible to get a sense of the boy’s soul, she could discern a certain fire—perhaps of intelligence, certainly of strength.

“Nǐ jiào shén ma míng zì?” she asked. The boy was silent.

“Nǐ míngbái ma?”

Still no response.

“What is your name?” she said at last in English. 

“Wu,” the boy said. His yellowish-brown teeth were chipped and twisted.

“Hello, Wu. I am Dr. Fénshū Zhèng,” she continued. “I am…an historical archaeologist. Do you know what that is?” 

The boy fell silent again.

“How old are you, Wu?”

The boy did not answer, looking instead at his inquisitor and returning the question. “How old are you?”

Definitely intelligent. The boy’s verbal language skills, at least in English, were excellent. Fénshū was quite impressed.

“I am sixty years old!” Fénshū cackled in a high-pitched voice, trying to smile.

Wu simply stared.

“Do you have something for me?”

Wu nodded, his calloused hands reverently handing over the book.

“Thank you, Wu.” Fénshū gestured to the floor of the tent. “Please, sit down. My colleague will be back for you shortly.”

Wu hesitated for a moment, then sat on the ground as instructed.

Fénshū pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose and examined the book. It was a brownish-black hardcover, about sixteen by twenty-four centimetres and perhaps three centimetres thick, enclosed within a clear sealable plastic bag of the type that had once been a common means of storing food in pre-Fall Běiměizhōu civilization. The book was in fairly good condition, except for a serrated gash that penetrated the pages from cover to cover. Also inside the plastic bag, collected mostly along the spine, were clumps of a white powdery residue. She held the book up to her nose and sniffed. Through the punctured plastic, it smelled faintly of camphor and another odd odor she could not immediately identify. 

“Where did this come from?” Fénshū asked. “Where did you find this?”

The boy looked up.

“Where did you find this?” she repeated.

“In the old shit and piss!”

§

Over and over again, Wu’s mother would ask him the same thing.

“What do you do if you see a Jiangshi?”

“Run,” Wu would answer.

“Why?”

Sometimes, Wu would hesitate, and his mother would insist.

“Come on. Why?” she would repeat.

“Because a Jiangshi will hurt you, kill you, eat you.”

§

The road upon which Wu walked was wrinkled and cracked like the skin of an old man. Weeds and wild flowers sprouted from every fissure, heaving apart the decaying asphalt. With slow certainty over the long years since the Fall, the pavement was being reduced to the constituent stone, gravel, and bitumen from which it had been formed.

For much of this day, Wu had been fortunate in his solitude. It was not to last.

Wu stopped in his tracks and squinted. In the far distance, a Jiangshi came into view. He recognized the brain-frizzed monster immediately, a stained and filthy figure slowly shambling in his direction with that distinctive jerky, unsteady gait.

He didn’t think he had been spotted, but he wasn’t about to stick around to find out.

Wu ran off the road, through the tall grasses, into the trees. Twigs and branches lashed his body and stones cut his bare feet, but neither slowed his flight. Deeper and deeper into the woods he ran, until his lungs heaved and his heart felt like it would burst from his chest.

Finally, he stopped…and stared.

Before him was a ruin of the old world. A house had once stood here, but it had long ago collapsed and been assimilated by the living woods. Only the chimney remained standing, but Wu could see that its bricks were dropping and breaking, little by little, as the mortar crumbled and powdered. Some kind of vine grew everywhere, climbing through the broken windows and up the bars and grillwork.

Wu circled about the stone tower, fascinated.

There was a shallow hill across from the remnants of the foundation. He walked to the hill and climbed. Suddenly, he stopped and looked down.

He had run over something.

Tracing back a few steps, he spotted a patch of dead leaves and twigs collected within a rough square. Resting on his knees, Wu swept away the detritus with his hands. A grey slab with a square metal handle imbedded on top appeared before him.

Wu stared in wonder, uncertain of what to do next. Finally, he reached down and grasped the handle with his small, bony hands.

Nothing happened.

He extended his legs and dug in his feet for leverage, pulling harder with all his strength, but still it did not budge. Exhausted, he released the handle and fell backwards, his legs splayed.

Something moved in the bushes.

Wu turned in the direction of the rustling noise, his eyes wide. He pulled a slingshot out of his pouch, his other hand frantically sweeping the ground for a suitable projectile. Grasping a stone, he loaded the pocket and pulled back the bands with trembling hands.

The leaves rustled again.

Wu drew back the bands a little further, then released.

§

The happiest times were when his mother told him stories about the things from before, the old world prior to the Fall.

“People flew?”

“Yes. In flying machines. Anywhere in the world, without fear.”

And she would tell him about the music that came from a box smaller than your hand, and the heat and light and clean water that came with a touch, and the pictures that moved, and the buildings as high as mountains, and the places with piles of fresh food, and the artificial stars that let people talk to one another across the world, and most wonderful of all, the bound volumes upon whose pages were recorded the knowledge and beauty of Běiměizhōu civilization at its height.

“Books.”

“Books,” Wu repeated.

§

The boy emerged from the bushes a split second after Wu launched the projectile. Eyes wide, he instinctively ducked. The stone whizzed over his head, striking the trunk of a tree just behind him.

“What are you doing?” shouted the boy indignantly.

Wu grabbed another stone and reloaded his slingshot, drawing back the band and keeping it trained on the stranger.

The pale, skinny boy looked to be about Wu’s age. With the exception of his short curly brown hair, Wu could have been looking at a reflection.

“What are you doing?” Wu challenged. He studied the stranger. The boy, though as emaciated as he was, did not slur his words, and he stood firm without the jerky twitches that were the stigmata of those who consumed the flesh of others.

“Are you a Jiangshi?” Wu asked rhetorically.

“Are you a Jiangshi?” the boy echoed in retort.

Slowly, Wu lowered his slingshot. “I am Wu.”

“I’m Vancott,” the boy said. He pointed at the crumbling chimney. “What’s that ruin?”

Vancott walked up the shallow hill to join Wu, and the boys found themselves looking at the slab and handle in the ground. They took hold of the handle together and managed to lift the grey slab. Putting the lid aside, they went to the opening and peered down into the darkness.

Wu squinted. “Something’s in there!”

A very faint odor wafted out of the opening. Vancott sniffed.

Recognition came to both of them at the same time.

“Stupid!” Vancott shoved Wu, sending him sprawling to the ground. “This is—”

“Old shit and piss,” Wu said. He remembered his mother’s words. “Skeptic tank.”

The two boys sat silently, pondering their next move.

Suddenly, a flock of dark birds took flight from the trees, swirling noisily into the sky. Wu and Vancott turned.

There was a rustling in the bushes.

Vancott grabbed Wu’s arm. “I saw a Jiangshi today!”

Wu shot Vancott a fearful glance. “I saw a Jiangshi, too,” he hissed. “On the road.”

The boys looked about, knowing they were badly exposed atop the shallow hill. At once, the same desperate idea occurred to both. They got up quickly.

Vancott slid the concrete lid partially over the opening, while Wu gathered up some dead leaves and twigs and piled them on top. It wasn’t much in the way of camouflage, but it was better than nothing. Vancott squeezed inside first, followed by Wu. With great effort, they managed to get the lid almost closed except for a thin sliver.

Wu peered through the narrow slit, and before long saw the monster stumble out of the woods. The gangly, twitching figure, no longer really human, was the same one Wu had seen on the road.

Quietly, the boys drew the lid fully closed, and darkness enveloped them.

§

Wu and Vancott waited silently in the musty dark, for a sound, a voice, a sign…something.

They were sitting on a pile of flat rectangular objects. Wu felt around with his hands. The objects were all roughly the same shape but in different sizes. He remembered seeing something when they first opened the lid, but without light he could do nothing to identify the objects even whilst sitting amongst them.

Breathing was difficult, and the boys were getting sleepy. The stale air would not sustain them much longer.

Cautiously, they pushed the lid and opened up a small crack to look around. The brief inrush of fresh air hit their lungs with an almost icy sharpness, and it took all of Wu’s willpower to not dash out right away.

Finally, they pushed the lid all the way open and climbed out. Wu moved to follow, but on sudden impulse grabbed one of the rectangular objects on his way up. Outside, the boys collapsed onto the sweet long grass of the shallow hill, lying on their backs, lungs heaving as they gulped fresh air, their mouths open and trembling like those of fish out of water.

After a long moment of rest, Wu rolled onto his side and saw the flat rectangular object lying on the grass. He sat up and took it with both hands, bringing it up to his eyes.

Wu stared at the object for a moment before recognizing it. “A book!”

“What?” Vancott asked.

Wu turned the book about, examining it from all sides.

It was brownish-black in color and sealed in a transparent pouch, probably made of the material that Wu’s mother had called plastic. A hard seam ran along one side. Wu examined the seam and eventually figured out how to pull the pouch open. There was a faint medicinal smell, and clumps of a white powder fell out.

With deliberate care, Wu reverently extracted the book from the plastic pouch. There were symbols on the cover that he recognized as words, but like all contemporary teenagers he didn’t read. He slowly flipped through the yellowish pages, each dense with indecipherable text.

“What is it?” Vancott asked again.

“A book,” Wu repeated. “From the old world, before the Fall.”

Vancott’s eyes widened.

Wu was illiterate, not stupid. He had the sense to know, on an instinctive level, the importance of what he and Vancott had found. Somebody had done this on purpose, creating an improvised library—a túshūguăn—either before or shortly after the Fall, in the hope that someone like Wu might find the treasure.

Wu put the book back into the pouch and resealed it. The boys covered up the hatch again with leaves and twigs before setting off. They would need to find a person who could read.

§

Wu and Vancott wandered aimlessly for days. Sometimes, they would walk for hours in one direction when Vancott would suddenly change his mind, and then they would turn about and retrace their steps. On other occasions, they seemed to be walking in circles. Wu began to doubt whether Vancott had any idea where they were going.

Beside him, Wu heard Vancott’s stomach growl. His companion always seemed to be hungry. For such a thin little guy, he ate an awful lot. Not for the first time, Wu wondered how Vancott had managed to survive on his own for this long.

A feral rakunk bounded out of some shrubbery a short distance ahead. Vancott had seen the black masked fluffy tailed animal first, putting out his hand to stop Wu and signaling for silence. If nothing else, Wu was grateful for Vancott’s sharp eyes. His companion may eat too much food, but at least he was good at spotting it.

Wu slowly knelt to pick up a rock, quietly pulling out his slingshot at the same time. He steadied himself, drew back the band, took aim, and fired.

Killing the game turned out to be the easy part. Starting the fire to cook it proved much more difficult. It had rained earlier in the day, and the boys had trouble finding dry grass and leaves for tinder. More than once, Wu saw Vancott eyeing the book. He pulled it closer.

Night had fallen by the time they got the fire going and cooked the rakunk. In the chilly dark, Wu and Vancott managed to find some comfort in the warming flames and meat. When they had finished eating, they lay on their backs and gazed up at the twinkling tapestry of stars above. Wu thought about his mother’s stories of people in flying machines, soaring amongst the clouds and even out to the dark heavens beyond.

Wu closed his eyes, and as sleep came, the book slipped quietly from his arms and fell to the ground.

§

He dreamed.

It was a strange dream, the kind Wu knew was only a dream even while he was dreaming it, because he was seeing things that he could not possibly have known or remembered. He was in a vast cavern, within which were rows upon rows of shelves, each packed end-to-end with books. The volumes were all of different sizes, thicknesses and colors, with incomprehensible words along the spines. There must have been hundreds, if not thousands of books, stretching further into the depths of the cavern than Wu could see.

He reached out to a book at random and tried to take it off the shelf. The book came out about two-thirds of the way and then abruptly jammed.

Wu pulled harder, to no effect. He grabbed the book with both hands and yanked with all his strength.

The entire bookshelf began to fall towards him.

Wu let go of the book and stepped back. The bookshelf was still falling.

Walking backwards, he tried to quicken his pace. He looked up, and saw that the bookshelf appeared to be of infinite height, stretching upwards without end. There was nothing he could do to avoid getting crushed.

The bookshelf came down.

There was a scream.

Wu woke with a start. The scream had not been his.

Beside the smoldering remnants of the fire, Vancott was locked in a desperate struggle with a monster. His attacker had pinned him to the ground. Vancott squirmed, kicked, and punched, frantically trying to free himself. The Jiangshi was as emaciated as the boys, but he was taller and armed with two lethal weapons—madness and a knife.

Wu was frozen in momentary fear. He tried to yell, but no words came.

The Jiangshi brought the knife down—once, twice...

Before there was a third stroke, Wu sprang forth and launched himself at the monster. He ran into the Jiangshi’s back and pounded the smelly, sore-ridden flesh with both fists. The Jiangshi grunted and took a swing, sending Wu sprawling to the ground.

Lying on his back, Wu looked up at the looming monster’s gnarled, weathered face with its long, filthy, tangled hair, twitching unfocused eyes and rotting yellow-brown teeth. Wu backed away on his elbows like a crab.

He hit something on the ground.

The Jiangshi raised his knife to strike.

Wu grabbed the rectangular object and brought it up with both hands. The knife plunged into the book, piercing it from cover to cover, its point protruding out the back.

Grunting, the Jiangshi twisted and pulled on the knife, finally extracting it from the book, but stumbling backwards a few steps.

Wu threw the damaged book at the Jiangshi, hitting the monster on the side of the head. Already off balance, the Jiangshi fell onto his haunches. It didn’t take long for the monster to get up again, but the delay gave Wu just enough time to load his slingshot and fire.

The mote scored a direct hit into the Jiangshi’s left eye.

Screaming and clutching the bleeding eye with both hands, the Jiangshi dropped to the ground. The monster rolled side to side, shrieking and twitching uncontrollably as blood and vitreous fluid oozed between his fingers.

Wu got up and walked over to where Vancott’s lifeless body lay in a pool of his own blood. Vancott was on his back, mouth and eyes still wide open. In silence, Wu simply stared at his dead companion with a lack of emotion that would have shocked his pre-Fall ancestors. He left Vancott where he lay, picked up the book, and simply walked away.

Behind him, the Jiangshi’s screams went on and on, the cries of a wounded animal. Wu kept walking, book in hand, until he could not hear the inhuman noises anymore.

§

“I am sorry about your friend,” Fénshū said when Wu finished his story.

Wu said nothing more.

“You are a brave young man,” she continued, “and extremely lucky as well. We are the first expedition to work in the Vancouver ruins for years, and it is only possible because we were able to afford the armed guards to protect us from the Jiangshis.” She put the book on the ground. “Did you see anything else down in that...um, ‘skeptic’ tank?”

The boy fell unhelpfully silent, once again.

A young woman entered the tent, carrying a small bundle of clothes.

Fénshū pointed. “Wu, please go with my colleague. She will give you some food. You need to rest, and when you are better, we will need you to take us back to this place you found. Do you understand?”

Wu nodded.

“Gēn wǒ lái,” the young woman said, taking Wu’s hand and leading him out of the tent.

Fénshū waited a moment, then picked up the book and took it outside. Near the centre of the expedition encampment, a small fire burned. She walked towards the campfire, and without a second thought, casually tossed the book into the flames.

The plastic wrap melted quickly, evaporating like water on a hot plate. Then the flames attacked the book itself, consuming it from the outside edges in. The words on the cover—A Novel, Oryx and Crake, Margaret Atwood—were legible for a few moments until the dust jacket blackened and crumbled away. Acrid smoke billowed briefly when the white residue ignited, causing Fénshū to cough and blink. The spine was the last to endure, but eventually it, too, yielded to the flames.

When the book had been reduced to ash, Fénshū returned to the tent and settled back in her chair. Pre-Fall Běiměizhōu texts were of academic interest and had some nominal value on the antiquities market, but her backers in Běijīng and Clavius had little interest in them. Excavating the Vancouver II site was a costly and very risky venture. Her expedition would need to find something of much greater value, and soon. The boy would take them back to the other site. For her sake—and to some degree, the boy’s—she truly hoped that artifacts of real value were still out there, somewhere in the ruins of the old shit and piss.


Deadly Cargo

Geoff Gander

 

Thomas de Raaf cut his way through the boisterous crowd at Picton’s smoky and dark Sailor’s Rest, and stepped up to the barHhishis. Not for the first time, he wondered if he was doing the right thing. He rubbed his sweaty palms on his trousers. The Polaris would be his first ship; he needed this job. His tension eased as the men around him swapped stories about lives left behind, joked about old sailors’ tales of lake monsters, and speculated about their captain. Everyone had heard something. Captain Harris was a defrocked clergyman; he had run guns to the Confederates during the Civil War; and he had even sailed in the South Seas in his youth, and made a fortune. Thomas’s uncle had told him that Harris had been sailing Lake Ontario for years, and was a strict, but fair, man. 

“Tom, lad, there you are,” said his uncle. Charles Smythe cut through the crowd and wrapped a burly, tanned arm around Thomas’s shoulders. “I trust your mum’s well?”

“She is, Uncle,” said Thomas. “And thank you for this opportunity.”

Smythe shook his head. “It’s the least I could do. It’s not as though you’d get much of a share of the farm, anyway.” 

Thomas nodded. He had three older brothers, two of whom already had young wives of their own. His father had told him on no uncertain terms that he would have to make his own way. That was why he was here, thanks to a letter from his mother to her brother, who happened to be the Polaris’s first mate.

“There’s just one thing I need to ask you, on behalf of the captain,” said Smythe. “Are you a superstitious, lad?”

 “How do you mean,” asked Thomas.

“Do you put any stock in omens, Indian legends, and the like?” asked Smythe.

Thomas furrowed his brow for a second. “I believe in what I can see with my own eyes,” he said slowly.

“Good,” said Smythe. “Captain Harris likes rational men. Stow your belongings, then. We set sail tomorrow.” 

§

The next day the Polaris sailed for Rochester. She was a two-masted schooner, over one hundred fifty feet long and twenty feet wide, with a dark green hull and her name painted in large white letters along the gunwale. Her deck gleamed in the sunlight, and nothing—not even the shortest length of rope—was out of place. While Thomas learned his duties as a deckhand, he wondered yet again whether he was doing the right thing. 

His family had been farming in Prince Edward County for generations, and had always been solid, down-to-earth folk. But for as long as Thomas could remember he had preferred imagining himself in the strange lands he had read about in his family’s few books to tending the livestock or the fields. It was all very strange and had happened so fast; but it was an opportunity, and right now it was all Thomas had. He gazed nervously over the grey, rolling waves.

Thomas’ reverie was interrupted by the arrival of Captain Harris on deck. He was thin, vanishing into his dark blue topcoat with its shining brass buttons. The points of his starched collar gleamed in the sun, and the breeze fluttered the ends of his long grey mustache. He straightened his white cap and surveyed the crew briefly before muttering, “As you were,” and turning to Smythe, who came to meet him. The two men talked for a few minutes before Harris returned below decks. 

Once the Polaris docked in Rochester that evening, Smythe ordered the crew to start loading coal for Toronto. Thomas was picking up his first sack when he noticed two men ride up in a wagon and unload two large crates. Something was stenciled on the side of each crate in large lettering, but from where Thomas stood, he was unable to read what it was.

As the men unloaded the second crate, one of them lost his grip. He leaped back with a shout just before the crate could crush his foot. Smythe bounded over, his face red. “Be careful with that, you fool,” he shouted. “That’s expensive cargo for an important customer, and if anything’s broken it’ll cost you your job!” Thomas perked up. He had never seen his uncle so angry before. What could be so important about that cargo? The man spluttered a hasty apology, but Smythe shoved some papers into his chest. “It’s signed for—just go.”

Every time Thomas returned to pick up a sack, he tried to get a better view of the writing on the crates, but his uncle stood guard over them and he had no desire to have that rage directed at him. Eventually, he had his chance, and saw that they were addressed to a “Dr. A. Winchester, University of Toronto.” He dropped his load in surprise. Smythe glared at Thomas and he hastily snatched up the sack and scurried to the ship. 

Dr. Winchester had written a book about the legends surrounding Atlantis and Mu. Thomas’ teacher had given him a copy one year because he had been the most attentive student in class, and he had read it so often that it had fallen apart. In his most vivid imaginary journeys, Thomas had visited the sunken continent and explored its weed-choked cities. He studied the crates with renewed interest.

That night, Thomas tossed and turned in his berth. The thought that artifacts destined for Dr. Winchester’s study could be sitting less than one hundred feet away was too much to bear. His mind raced with thoughts of barnacle-covered coins, rusted swords, and algae-encrusted statues. He had to see what was in those crates, but he didn’t dare get up, as his uncle was guarding them even now. Suddenly quick footsteps came from the hold, and seconds later Smythe bustled past towards the captain’s cabin muttering, “Noises.” 

This was his chance. Thomas crept to the hold, careful not to make a sound, and once there he grabbed an iron rod leaning against the bulkhead and studied the crates. Prying them open would make a lot of noise. There had to be another way. He looked more closely. The slats of one of the crates had split near the bottom corner.  This must be the one they dropped, he thought.

He gently tugged one of the slats and it broke off, creating a hole just large enough for his hand. His breath caught and he reached in. His shaking fingers brushed nothing but rough straw, and his heart sank. He pushed further— there! He felt something hard, smooth and cold. Metal. He pulled it out, and by the yellow light of the single lantern looked at a golden wristband, almost as long as his forearm, inset with a mosaic of colorful stones. 

Thomas paused to listen. All was quiet, aside from the pounding of his heart. He studied the wristband’s images of fish, octopi, and what looked like giant worms or snakes, and a warm numbness crept up his limbs. The edges of his vision blurred, and the sea creatures seemed to begin twitching. He looked even more closely, and the creatures swam in a golden sea. A low humming seemed to come from the other side of the bulkhead, accompanied by a faint scratching sound.

The deck bucked under his feet with a loud crunch and Thomas fell to the ground. He lay there, dazed, while shouting could be heard on deck. After his head stopped spinning, he struggled to his feet and scrambled for the ladder. The scene on deck was utter chaos. Captain Harris stood in the middle barking orders, while Smythe was getting people to their feet. Only a couple of men seemed to be alert; the rest either staggered around or were lying about in a daze.

“Thomas,” shouted Smythe, “Grab a lantern to check the port side. We’ve run aground. Check for damage.” 

Thomas picked up a nearby lantern and scrambled to the gunwale. As he lowered it over the side with a rope, the captain shouted to Smythe. “Did you not check the charts when you plotted our course, Mr. Smythe? Did you not take soundings?”

“Aye, sir,” said Smythe. “The lakebed is many fathoms down. There should be nothing but open water.”

“Sirs,” said Thomas, “We’re stuck in a sandbar at the bow, perhaps fifteen feet or so. I see great scratches in the hull, and,” he paused, “I swear there are footprints in the mud surrounding the ship.” He turned to the other two men, his eyes wide. 

The captain went pale in the moonlight, and then seemed to get a hold of himself. He turned to Smythe. “Draw pistols from my cabin for the both of us, and the rifles,” he said in a low voice, but loud enough for Thomas to hear. “We’ll not end up like poor Sidley and the Picton.”

Smythe went below and the captain turned to a dark-haired, stocky man. “Johnson, take some men, equip them with shovels and set to digging us out of the muck. You will be covered while you work.”

Thomas stood on the port side a short while later with Smythe, rifle in hand, looking over Johnson and some other men, who were digging furiously and cursing loudly. “Uncle,” he asked in a low voice after a long, tense silence, “What’s this business about the Picton, and why are we armed?”

Smythe looked over his shoulder. The captain was standing guard on the starboard side with a red-haired man, and a gangly fellow kept watch at the bow. He leaned close to Thomas. “A few years back, in 1880 or so, there was a schooner—the Picton—captained by Jack Sidley. He was a great skipper; no one could run a ship as fast as him. One clear morning he was hauling coal from the States, and was eager to get underway. There were two other ships—the Acadia and the Annie Minnes—following the same course, but they couldn’t get out as fast as Sidley. They were a couple miles behind, but only an hour after casting off the other two ships saw the Picton’s topsails coming off. They thought Sidley might be dropping sails for some reason, but then his ship just sank out of sight, in the blink of an eye. The others raced to get there, but there was nothing to be found. Nothing.

“Captain Harris knew Sidley, and had sailed with him under Marsh. But that event changed him, and he refused to sail that route again. He sold the Acadia and tried to forget it all, but his backers came back and convinced him to command the Polaris.”

Thomas swallowed. “And the guns?”

“Let’s just say the captain never believed that Sidley was done in by weather or bad luck,” said Smythe.

“Does this have anything to do with those crates?” asked Thomas.

 Smythe studied his nephew thoughtfully. “I’ve been with the captain for 15 years. Every so often there’s a load of special cargo waiting for him. I don’t know what that the stuff is, but Dr. Winchester pays the captain well to deliver it. I asked about it only once, and all the captain said was that the cargo was going to be taken to a place where it couldn’t be used. And that he’d dismiss me if I ever mentioned it again.” Smythe looked down to check on Johnson and the other men. “The only other thing I know is that Sidley sometimes picked up cargo like that,” he added.

Thomas shivered, but his thoughts were interrupted by a shout from a bald man. “There’s something out on the water!”

Smythe leaned forward to stare at the waves. “Can’t see nothing,” he muttered. “You, Thomas?”

Thomas squinted. Nothing seemed to disturb the surface of the lake. He turned at the sound of a splash to his right, and saw a man-shaped figure wading out of the water to the sandbar. Thomas raised his rifle. The moon emerged from behind a cloud, and the figure was revealed in the silvery light. Thomas gasped and dropped his weapon. The creature was the size of a man, with a flabby torso and spindly arms and legs. It was covered with dark green, glistening scales and its large head had a ridged crest that projected backwards. 

The creature stopped and looked up with bulbous yellow eyes. It opened its mouth, revealing a row of needle-like teeth, and hissed. Thomas’ heart was pounding, and a voice in his head screamed at him to pick up the rifle and shoot. His hands twitched, but he was frozen in place and unable to look away. The bald man turned at the sound and screamed. A deafening crack sounded in Thomas’ ears as Smythe fired his pistol at the creature. The shot went wide.

There was a muffled shout from the captain, followed by another shot. Thomas ears rang and Smythe fired again. The coppery smell of gunpowder stung his nostrils, and smoke obscured his vision. Everything blurred and he grew dizzy. Suddenly he convulsed and blinked several times, and everything came into focus again. He bent over shakily to retrieve his gun.

“Another one to the left,” shouted Smythe, and he turned to fire in that direction. Thomas’ arms trembled as he raised his rifle and fired at the first beast, which was now out of the water and shambling towards a blond-haired man. He missed. The bald man, wild-eyed and shouting, jumped onto the rope ladder.

Gunfire was steady on the starboard side, punctuated by faint screams. Thomas reloaded and took aim with steadier hands. His next shot hit the beast in the head and the back of its skull exploded, raining bone shards and scraps of flesh and brain over the muddy ground. It hadn’t finished flopping to the ground before more splashing alerted him to the arrival of more creatures.

“Cover them while I reload,” barked Smythe. Another one of the creatures lay sprawled in a jumbled heap in the mud. Johnson slashed at the nearest monster with his shovel. The thing sprang aside and Johnson fell over. The beast leaped onto him and grabbed his throat with its webbed hands. Thomas fired, hitting it in the arm. It shuddered, but didn’t stop its attack.

“Pull up the ladder! Those men are done for,” shouted the captain.

A scream echoed from the bow. A broad, frog-like face had popped up next to the man on guard, who smashed it with the butt of his rifle. Another set of webbed hands reached up and grabbed one of his arms. The gangly man jerked back, but the creature’s grip held, and the first monster seized the man’s coat. Thomas whipped his rifle left and right to get a clear shot, but the monsters pulled the shrieking man overboard before he could fire.

Smythe called Thomas to help pull the bald man aboard. His bloodless lips moved soundlessly, and once they brought him over the side he crumpled onto the deck and curled into a ball. His eyes stared ahead, unseeing. Thomas shook the man’s shoulder gently, and then more roughly, but he remained motionless. Smythe put a restraining hand on Thomas. “Leave him be,” he said hoarsely, “He’s gone.” Thomas’ vision blurred and his knees buckled, and he sank to the deck, but a pair of hands shook him roughly, jarring his eyes open once more. “Get a hold of yourself,” Smythe shouted.

“Mr. Smythe,” cried the captain, “The Polaris is lost. Go to my cabin and get the brass tube; I have already prepared a final message. Start a fire down below as well – they shall not have our cargo.”

Smythe’s shoulders sagged, and his grip on Thomas loosened. He looked at the younger man for a long moment. “Give me your rifle and ammunition, and take my knife. I’ll do as the captain orders, but there’s no sense in all of us going down. By my reckoning we’re about half a mile off of Salmon Point. It’s not as gentle as the Bay of Quinte, but if you swim hard you might make it.”

More creatures had climbed over the bow, and the red-haired crewman next to the captain dropped his weapon and sank to his knees, weeping. The captain fired several rounds into the nearest beast, which collapsed onto the deck. Smythe ripped the rifle from Thomas’ hands and put the knife in his belt before giving him a hard shove towards the gunwale. Thomas blinked and grabbed the ladder with numb hands, and swung over the side. He climbed down most of the way, but lost his grip a few feet from the bottom and landed on his backside in the mud. The gunfire was quieter down here, but there were other sounds – splashing water, hissing, and croaking. With a pounding heart he dove into the water and paddled madly. The crack of a rifle, followed by a shout, echoed in the night. He focused on the shoreline that lay somewhere to the north. Half a mile, he thought, I can do this.

Sometime later a loud crackling broke through the night air, and a reddish light appeared at the edge of his vision. He half-turned, and saw a tongue of flame erupting from the hold into the night sky. The unspeakable creatures swarmed up the sides like ants, and the gunfire became more intense. Thomas shivered in the summer night, and it was with difficulty that he tore himself away from the scene and swam as never before. There was a faint shriek, and another, and the gunfire died away. 

Thomas swam on. His trembling limbs burned. The fire’s red glow grew fainter as he put more distance between himself and the stricken vessel. After a loud splintering sound and a drawn-out hiss, the light went out. The moon provided enough light for him to see the jagged line of the coast ahead. He was almost there. He lengthened his strokes to eat up that distance as quickly as possible.

Suddenly, something clamped down on his ankle. Thomas kicked frantically, but failed to make contact with whatever was holding him. His assailant dragged him down. He gasped a deep breath before going under. It was too dark to see anything. Something tugged at his belt, and he flailed about. His hand closed on something cold and rough. His lower arm erupted in sharp pain, as though dozens of pins had been jabbed into it. He fought the urge to scream, and pushed his attacker with his other hand. One of his flailing feet made contact with something hard, but he was still trapped. He groped around his belt, hoping to unbuckle it, and his fingers brushed against the handle of the knife. He drew it and slashed wildly. His blade bit into something soft, and he drove the knife down again and again. The tugging stopped and he surfaced as fast as he could, filling his burning lungs with great gulps.

The rest of the journey passed like a blur. He emerged on the rocky beach and collapsed with a great sob, but forced himself to his feet again and staggered over a ridge, and kept walking. Once the lake was no longer in sight and the sounds of the surf died away, his body grew leaden and he tumbled into the long grasses and fell into a deep sleep.

§

The sun was high in the clear blue sky when Thomas awoke, soaked and shivering despite the warmth of the day. He sat up and looked around. Nothing but tall grasses and shrubbery as far as the eye could see in every direction but south, with a faint plume of smoke far to the north. A farm, perhaps. To the south the land rose into a grassy ridge, beyond which would be the rocky beach, and the lake. The wind changed direction, and brought with it the smell of seaweed. Flashes of memory from the previous night bubbled up–fire, smoke, screaming, a bald man slumped on the deck – and he shuddered.

“It can’t have happened,” he mumbled to himself. Somehow, he must have fallen overboard in a storm–it happened often enough. But maybe someone else was on the beach. Maybe his uncle was there. Thomas shuffled painfully to the ridge. He couldn’t believe how much his arm hurt. He held it up, and saw that the sleeve of his shirt was shredded below the elbow, and caked with dried blood. His arm was swollen and red, and it looked like something with a lot of sharp, narrow teeth had bitten it. Another memory flashed into view, of being dragged underwater at night. Thomas shook his head and walked on. 

Patches of drying seaweed, and the occasional dead fish, dotted the rocky beach. A flash of white in one of the clumps of rotting vegetation caught his eye. He carefully slid down the slope and poked through the stinking pile, and found a large piece of wood almost twice as long as his arm that was charred and splintered around the edges. The green paint on it had bubbled and cracked, but enough of the white paint remained to spell out “POL”. His stomach churned and he grew nauseated. He fought for breath and shook his head. A shipwreck. There could still be survivors somewhere else on the beach. He had to keep moving.

His pain forgotten, he walked briskly along the shore. A metallic glint drew him to a shallow pool, where a brass tube lay. He picked it up and turned it over. Clearly etched into the side were the words, “S.S. Polaris – Capt. N. Harris”. His hands shook as he broke the seal, and pulled out a rolled piece of paper. The writing was cramped and precise, but easy to read.

“Final Log of Captain Nathaniel E. Harris, of the S.S. Polaris (Toronto)

“July 18, 1884:

“I write this final entry, and as God is my witness declare it to be truth. My vessel is stricken, as I knew it would someday be, by unwholesome
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